MARIA EDGEWORTH                4i
Miss Edgeworth is not above such devices as letters put into
wrong envelopes, Selina getting the one meant for Mrs Wharton,
and vice versa; or the compromising secret let slip by a lover
in delirium, prelude to an elopement. Madame de Fleury is a
comparative trifle, the edifying story of a charitable lady who is
saved from the guillotine by people who remember how she
rescued their parents from destitution.
The one big item in "Tales of Fashionable Life " was The "
Absentee (1812), a long story or short novel which she expande
out of a little play for children written the previous year. It was
written quickly, to fill out the measure of a second series of these
very popular tales; but it is none the worse for that, and with
Ormond conies second or third after Castle Rackrent, for the
freshness and truth of the Irish scenes. Miss Edgeworth when
she wrote this and Ennui was full of the wrongs of Ireland, and
in parts it reads like a tract, a frontal assault on landlordism dis-
porting itself in London or Dublin, whilst the wretched tenantry
are bullied and robbed by agents, busy feathering their own nest.
Both sides are shown. The peasants, neglected and poverty-
stricken, are still loyal to their distant lord, and might be in-
dustrious and happy under an honest factor, such as Mr Burke.
Here we are listening to Miss Edgeworth herself. But in most
of the scenes where the giddy absentees, and their mob of fops
and fortune-hunters, match-making mothers, dangerous women,
and hare-brained men, exhibit themselves like a troupe of
performing animals, she is only a second-rate Fanny Burney.
Lord Clonbrony, the absentee, is a gambler and a spendthrift,
but would have been nothing of the sort had not his silly wife,
whom he married for her dower, insisted on living in " Lon'on,"
where her extravagance and his make him the prey of sharks
and attorneys, and especially of the Jew Mordicai, whose caustic
portrait was resented by the sons of Israel. His vulgar wife hates
to be taken for an Irishwoman, and is blind to the humiliating snubs
of the people of rank'and fashion whom she courts and who mimic
her Cockney speech to her face. The Clonbronys slide deeper
and deeper into debt, and are saved from ruin in the sequel only by
the son's union with an Irish heiress. This is not meant ironically :
to Maria Edgeworth prudence was one of the cardinal virtues, and